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Executive summary

E1 Introduction and context

This first (baseline) report on the Digital Learning Framework (DLF) national evaluation
follows from the Trial evaluation of the DLF. The Trial was conducted in 20 post-primary and
28 primary and special schools in 2017-2018. The Trial findings inform the design and focus
of the full national longitudinal evaluation of the DLF, which runs from 2018-2022. The
results in this baseline report will be used as a reference point for the subsequent
longitudinal data collections planned during 2020-2022.

This report contains information from three sources:

e baseline survey data from teachers and principals in all schools that attended PDST
Technology in Education (TiE) DLF seminars between October 2018 and April 2019.
Data are weighted such that responses are representative of the populations of
primary, post-primary and special schools. In all, 1,524 responses were received from
primary schools, 320 from post-primary schools, and 64 from special schools. Where
more than one member of staff from a school attended a seminar, they were asked to
complete the baseline survey jointly (i.e. there is one response per school);

e responses from seminar attendees to the PSDT TiE’s DLF seminar evaluation survey
(with 2,720 responses from primary and special schools, and 498 post-primary
respondents); and

e focus group interviews with the PDST Technology in Education’s DLF implementation
team in May (four team members interviewed) and June 2019 (five interviewed).

The Digital Learning Framework (DLF) is a resource to assist schools to effectively embed
digital technologies into teaching, learning and assessment activities, and is a key element of
the national Digital Strategy for Schools 2015-2020. The report on the 2013 ICT Census of
Schools discussed a range of policy priorities, organised under four main themes, which also
underpin the current Digital Strategy:

e Theme 1: Teaching, learning and assessment using ICT
Theme 2: Teacher professional learning
Theme 3: Leadership, research and policy
Theme 4: ICT infrastructure.

To support the implementation of the DLF, a range of strategic supports and resources have
been developed. These include:

e The design of the DLF being informed by the UNESCO ICT Competency Framework for
an Irish context, drawing also from other relevant European and international
frameworks, in particular the UNESCO ICT Competency Framework for Teachers.

e The alignment of the DLF with the Looking at Our School (school self-evaluation)
framework.

e A professional development framework developed by the PDST, including national-level
day-long DLF seminars, a comprehensive integrated planning and support website
(www.dlplanning.ie), an online course, and a suite of webinars.

e Support for and guidance on online safety through www.webwise.ie.

e The delivery to schools, since 2017, of 110 million euro (of a total of 210 million euro)
under the ICT Infrastructure Grant (for infrastructure and equipment).



http://www.dlplanning.ie/
http://www.webwise.ie/

The implementation of the DLF national evaluation is overseen by an advisory group
consisting of representatives from the DES Teacher Education Policy (Digital) Unit, DES
Inspectorate, PDST Technology in Education and ERC.

E2 Caveats for interpreting results

e While both the baseline and seminar evaluation surveys are valid in their own right,
their points of reference are slightly different. The ERC survey takes the populations of
primary, post-primary and special schools as its reference points, while the PDST
Technology in Education takes the attendees of the DLF seminars as its reference point.

e The baseline survey weights use information that is available for the populations of
schools, such as DEIS status and enrolment size. As with any survey weights, they do
not account for all possible characteristics of schools.

e Qualitative data has been subject to thematic analysis to provide a concise description
of key themes emerging. It is possible that another research team might have identified
and prioritised somewhat different sets of themes.

e Some of the analyses include comparisons across primary, post-primary and special
schools. These are intended to be interpreted in a broad way. The sectors differ in
important ways (e.g. regarding curriculum, assessment, timetabling, and management)
and these differences should be borne in mind when interpreting these comparisons.

e Students’ perspectives were not gathered at baseline. During the longitudinal phases,
however, students’ viewpoints will be included.

¢ Inferences that can be drawn from the data are limited to a single point in time. As the
longitudinal phase progresses, it will be possible to identify and describe patterns of
change over time.

E3 Baseline survey results: Overall findings

Respondents

At primary level, about 70% of respondents were principals, 37% were class teachers, 28%
were deputy principals, 18% were special education teachers, and 15% were assistant
principals. At post-primary level, subject teachers comprised the most frequent respondent
group (50.5%), with 25-35% of respondents falling into the categories of principal, deputy
principal or assistant principal. In special schools, respondents were most commonly
principals (50%) or class teachers (42%).

Level of embedding digital technologies in teaching, learning and assessment

In rating their current (baseline) level of embedding digital technologies in teaching, learning
and assessment, respondents chose one of five options (Emerging, Developing,
Intermediate, Advanced, Highly advanced).

Primary schools were significantly more likely to rate their school as emerging or developing
(56%) in their current levels of practice than post-primary (41.5%) or special schools (52%).
Post-primary school respondents were significantly more likely to rate their school as
advanced or highly advanced (13%) in comparison with primary (7%) and special schools
(6%). Note that school types may have differed in their understanding of the term
‘embedding’ (as it was not explicitly defined in the survey questionnaire).



Implementing the DLF

At baseline stage, post-primary schools were generally slightly further along their journey of
implementing the DLF than primary and special schools. For example, 62% of post-primary
schools indicated that they had commenced (or in a small number of cases completed) their
Digital Learning Plans in comparison to 36% of primary schools and 43% of special schools.

Also, post-primary schools were significantly more likely than primary and special schools to
specify that the Digital Learning Plan (as informed by the DLF) would feature in the overall
School Planning Processes. About 64% of post-primary schools indicated that their Digital
Learning Plan would feature either to a moderate or large extent, in comparison with 38% of
special schools and 48% of primary schools.

Some of the top priorities identified by schools in implementing the DLF were: developing a
whole-school approach; developing teachers’ skills in using specific apps or software; using
digital technologies to improve learning outcomes; and making improvements to the
sharing of documents or resources. This confirms that schools’ priorities are in line with
many of the overall objectives of the DLF.

Respondents were presented with 10 different strategies to implement the DLF, and were
asked about their likelihood of using each of them. The top three rated strategies for both
primary and special schools were dedicated time allocated to DLF during Croke Park hours,
dedicated time allocated to DLF during staff meetings, and professional development
delivered by an external provider to school staff.

Post-primary schools, on the other hand, indicated that the most likely strategies that they
would use were professional development delivered by some school staff (e.g. Digital
Learning Team members), mentoring (e.g. digital champions in the school provide support
to other school staff), and dedicated time allocated to DLF during staff meetings. These
findings suggest that a train-the-trainer/internal capacity-building strategy in implementing
the DLF is preferred in post-primary schools, while primary and special schools had a higher
preference for externally-provided training and development. These variations could be
related to school size, where it is likely to be easier to implement a mentoring approach
with a larger body of staff.

All three categories of school were least likely to accord a high rating to liaising or
collaborating with other local primary or post-primary schools as a strategic way to
implement their Digital Learning Plans.

Digital technology infrastructure, connectivity, technical support and engagement

There was a lot of variation across schools in perceived levels of adequacy of infrastructure,
connectivity, and teacher and student/pupil engagement with digital technologies.
Perceived adequacy of infrastructure and connectivity (to meet the school’s teaching,
learning and assessment needs) was significantly and substantially higher in post-primary
than primary and special schools. In contrast, the three categories of school did not differ in
terms of perceived levels of pupil/student and teacher engagement with digital
technologies. This could suggest that schools are rating teachers’ and students’ engagement
with digital technologies relative to the levels of infrastructure and connectivity in place.



A majority of schools indicated that technical support for digital technologies was provided
using both internal and external resources. Special schools (68%) were significantly more
likely than primary (57%) or post-primary schools (63.5%) to have a mixture of internal and
external technical support in the school. Primary schools (29%) were more likely than post-
primary (25.5%) or special schools (21%) to rely solely on external support, while post-
primary schools (10.5%) were significantly more likely than special (4%) or primary schools
(6%) to rely solely on internal support.

Respondents also rated the effectiveness of technical support in their school (for issues such
as keeping devices in good repair and maintaining connectivity). The perceived effectiveness
of technical support was significantly and substantially higher in post-primary schools
compared with primary and special schools.

E4 Baseline survey results: Variations across schools
Comparisons were made across schools as follows:

e Primary schools with varying enrolment sizes, DEIS status and gender composition

e Special schools with varying enrolment sizes

e Post-primary schools with varying enrolment size, DEIS status and sector/gender

composition.

Comparisons were made under four themes, i.e. Implementing the DLF; Embedding digital
technologies in teaching, learning and assessment; Technical support; and Ratings of digital
technologies. Main findings are summarised under each of the four themes, focusing on
findings where statistically significant differences emerged. There was very little variation
across special schools in any of these areas, so only primary and post-primary schools are
the focus of this section.

Implementing the DLF

Primary schools with larger enrolment sizes were more likely to have begun development of
their Digital Learning Plans than smaller primary schools. Indeed, most of the variations in
DLF implementation that were statistically significant at primary level relate to school size.
For example, team teaching and mentoring were implementation strategies that were
significantly more likely in primary schools with the largest enrolment sizes (i.e. 251 pupils
or more). Some variations by DEIS status also emerged. For example, DEIS Urban Band 1 and
Urban Band 2 schools were significantly more likely to indicate that mentoring was a likely
implementation strategy than non-DEIS and Rural DEIS schools.

Primary schools also varied, mainly by enrolment size, but also by DEIS status, in terms of
the areas that they planned to prioritise in their school’s Digital Learning Plans. For example,
developing class-specific or subject-specific approaches were significantly more likely to be
prioritised among schools with smaller enrolment sizes than those with larger enrolments.

On the other hand, larger primary schools were significantly more likely to prioritise
improving the sharing of documents and resources than smaller schools. Comparing
priorities across DEIS and non-DEIS schools, DEIS Rural schools were significantly more likely
than non-DEIS, Urban Band 1 and Urban Band 2 schools to prioritise the assessment of
learning.



At post-primary level, respondents in DEIS schools reported that they were less likely to
integrate their Digital Learning Plans with the school’s overall Planning Processes than non-
DEIS schools. This is likely to be related to the slightly different planning processes in place
in DEIS and non-DEIS schools.

Post-primary schools varied somewhat in terms of their Digital Learning Plan priorities. For
example, small schools were significantly more likely than medium or large schools to select
enhancing the use of digital technologies in certain subject areas as one of their top five
priorities. However, these differences were not substantial, and smaller than variations
observed at primary level.

In terms of the likelihood of implementing different strategies to support DLF
implementation, post-primary schools were more similar than different to one another in
this regard. However, mentoring was rated as more likely in community/comprehensive and
non-DEIS schools, while liaising or collaborating with other post-primary schools was rated
as more likely among DEIS schools and schools with smaller enrolment sizes.

Embedding digital technologies in teaching, learning and assessment

At primary level, those most likely to rate their school’s current level of practice as emerging
or developing (as opposed to intermediate, advanced or highly advanced) were schools with
smaller enrolment sizes, non-DEIS and Rural DEIS schools.

At post-primary level, secondary boys and secondary mixed schools were significantly more
likely to indicate that they were emerging or developing with respect to embedding DTs
than secondary girls, ETB, and community/comprehensive schools. ETB schools were
significantly more likely to indicate that they were advanced or highly advanced compared
to the other school types at post-primary level.

Digital technology infrastructure, connectivity, technical support and engagement

At primary level, DEIS Rural schools had a mean score on a digital technology infrastructure
and connectivity scale that was substantially and significantly lower than that of non-DEIS,
DEIS Urban Band 1 and Urban Band 2 schools, while Urban Band 2 schools had the highest
mean score on this measure. Higher scores on this scale indicate a higher rating by schools
for their levels of digital technology infrastructure and connectivity within the school.
Similarly, schools with medium and large enrolment sizes had a mean digital technology
infrastructure and connectivity score that was significantly higher than those in schools with
very small and small enrolment sizes.

At post-primary level, ETB schools had a mean score on the digital technology infrastructure
and connectivity scale that was significantly higher than the mean score in mixed secondary
school types. This indicates that ETB staff rated their schools’ digital technology and
infrastructure as being significantly higher (better) than staff in mixed secondary schools.
Post-primary schools did not vary by DEIS status or enrolment size on this measure.

Technical support
At primary level, Urban band 1 and Urban band 2 schools were more likely to indicate that
technical support was delivered through a mixture of internal and external supports than



non-DEIS and Rural DEIS schools; non-DEIS and DEIS Rural schools more frequently relied on
technical support that was provided externally; and 15% of DEIS Rural schools had no
technical support (compared with 3-8% of other school types). Similarly, 15% of small
schools (with enrolments of up to 65 pupils) had no technical support in place (compared
with 2-10% of larger schools).

The perceived effectiveness of technical support at primary level was higher in DEIS Urban
Band 1 and 2 schools and in schools with large enrolment sizes (251 pupils or more) than in
non-DEIS and DEIS Rural schools, and schools with smaller enrolment sizes. These
differences are statistically significant.

Asked whether there is capacity or opportunity for the school to collaborate with
neighbouring schools to improve technical support, this was most likely to be in place or in
the process of being explored in DEIS Urban Band 1 schools relative to Urban Band 2, DEIS
Rural and non-DEIS schools.

At post-primary level, there were no differences across schools by enrolment size, DEIS
status or sector/gender composition in terms of how technical support was provided
(internal, external, a mixture).

However, the perceived effectiveness of technical support varied significantly across post-
primary schools, being highest among community/comprehensive schools, non-DEIS
schools, and schools with large enrolments, relative to secondary schools, ETBs, DEIS
schools and schools with smaller enrolments.

Also, capacity or opportunity for the school to collaborate with neighbouring schools to
improve technical support was significantly more likely to already be in place or being
explored as a possibility among ETB schools relative to secondary and
community/comprehensive schools.

E5 Seminar evaluation survey results

Participants’ experience of the PDST Technology in Education seminars was extremely
positive, with large majorities of attendees from primary, post-primary and special schools
expressing positive views about seminar content, the practical approach taken, time given
to planning, and the opportunity to network or collaborate with staff from other schools.
Levels of satisfaction with the seminars were broadly similar at primary and post-primary
levels, although post-primary level respondents were somewhat less happy with the prior
notice and information about the seminar than primary level respondents.

Participants’ self-rated levels of knowledge about the DLF, digital learning, constructivism,
the six-step planning process, and monitoring and evaluating implementation were
markedly higher after having attended the seminar in a large majority of respondents than
they had been before attendance, and in particular, among respondents who had lower
initial levels of familiarity.

Somewhat lower gains in level of reported familiarity with digital learning (in general) were
found at both primary and post-primary level in comparison with the other four items. This



could suggest a perceived need among school staff to increase their knowledge of what
digital learning looks like in specific teaching and learning contexts.

Respondents’ reported levels of confidence with implementing the various steps involved in
the DLF and their schools following seminar attendance was also high among a large
majority. However, these data suggest a somewhat higher level of confidence among post-
primary than primary teachers. Post-primary respondents were more likely than primary
respondents to rate themselves as more confident in establishing a Digital Learning Team,
the six-step planning process, and gathering and evaluating data.

Overall, the seminar evaluation survey findings strongly confirm that the preparatory work
of the PDST Technology in Education team, the content of the seminars, and their design,
were very well suited to the diverse needs of participants. The most common criticism
expressed was the perception that more time was needed to go more thoroughly through
the materials and have more opportunities to plan, network and examine case study
examples and digitally-embedded teaching and learning in practice. A minority of seminars
(and, it seems from participants’ reports, slightly more at post-primary than primary) were
negatively affected by technical issues, and a small number of participants commented
negatively on seminar organisation.

E6 PDST Technology in Education Focus group findings

Seminar preparation and content

The work of the PDST Technology in Education team of Advisors can be characterised by a
general culture of mentoring, collaboration and shared formal and informal learning, which
persisted throughout the seminar phase and beyond. This collaborative culture was
frequently cited by the PDST Technology in Education team members as being an important
factor in the seminars’ success.

Consistent with other seminar design/planning by the PDST, the seminar was designed by
the design team in collaboration with other PDST Technology in Education team members
and link Inspectors, and signed off on by the PDST Deputy Director for research design. After
this, a ‘critical friends’ day was held, wherein advisors met with the inspectorate for
feedback on the seminar design.

The seminar content was almost identical for primary and post-primary schools, and a high
emphasis was placed on keeping the seminar content consistent throughout the country.

Seminar attendance

Schools were notified of the seminars mainly through their local education centres.
However, many schools were apparently unaware that seminars were taking place. A
number of schools reported finding out about the seminars by word of mouth.

Even when they had received notification about the seminars, some schools were not able
to send any staff to them for a variety of reasons, including lack of substitute cover; long
commuting times; some education centres providing too many dates for seminars, leading
to undersubscription for many particular dates, and then to seminar cancellations; and
difficulties in registering for seminars via some education centres’ websites.



To address attendance issues, advisors suggested that the Department of Education and
Skills rather than education centres should initially tell schools about the seminars; and that
attendance at the seminars should be mentioned as a prerequisite for receiving DLF-related
funding in Department Circulars. They also suggested that education centres could review
and update their registration systems to be more user-friendly.

National rollout challenges

A key challenge noted by advisors was the prioritisation of the DLF among many other
school initiatives which competed for staff time and attention. They also noted a perception
among some school staff that the Digital Learning Team, and thus the DLF, was suitable only
for people who had a technical mindset, was related to lack of buy-in in some cases.
Advisors felt that continued support after the seminars could rectify this somewhat.

Basic problems with digital technology infrastructure hampered many schools’ efforts to
implement the DLF. Problems such as unreliable Wi-Fi and slow computers caused
frustration and disillusionment even among staff who were committed to the DLF. The PDST
advisors expressed some frustration and concern that there was no regionalised technical
support for schools to solve these issues. Despite not being IT experts, PDST Technology in
Education Advisors estimated that over half of the queries they got from schools were of a
technical rather than a pedagogical nature.

Insufficient continued support to schools after the DLF seminar was mentioned by a number
of advisors as an issue that could significantly hinder the successful rollout of the DLF. This
support needed, in the Advisors’ view, to be both technical and pedagogical, and they felt
that these roles should be separate.

Links with school self-evaluation

The Advisors noted that schools have overwhelmingly chosen to focus on the Teaching and
Learning dimension of the DLF, rather than the Leadership and Management dimension.
This, they said, was because the former is the current focus of SSE. Advisors mentioned that
in many cases, schools did not integrate their DLF and SSE processes. They identified a
number of reasons for this:

e alarge number of schools already had oral language as the focus of their SSE, meaning
that they found it difficult to incorporate the DLF mid-cycle;

e the Inspectorate published a note to schools in December 2018 outlining how the DLF
and SSE could be linked. Advisors felt that this was too late, as schools were already a
few months into implementing their SSE plans by that stage;

e some schools decided to familiarise themselves with the DLF and digital learning plan
first, before joining it with their SSE activities;

e some schools were unclear about how steps 1 and 2 of the 6-step planning process
related to SSE; and

e DEIS schools had difficulty linking the DLF and SSE because along with these two plans,
they also had to compile a DEIS plan.



E7 Implications

Opportunities for collaboration and shared learning

Given the high value placed on the opportunities to network and collaborate by DLF seminar
attendees, it would be worth further exploring and developing ways for staff to collaborate
and network with one another to share their experiences and learning as they implement
the DLF, both in online and face-to-face settings. The plans of the PDST Technology in
Education to support the DLF in its second year through online (blended) community of
practices are welcomed.

Technical support

Consistent with the DLF Trial findings, technical support was identified by school staff and
PDST advisers as a significant obstacle to DLF implementation in many schools. It is
suggested that the work of the DES’ Technical Support Working Group be supported and
prioritised. Given the willingness of many schools to work with other neighbouring schools
in establishing technical support solutions reported through the baseline survey, there is
merit in exploring the clustered provision of technical support further, possibly by piloting
technical support in clusters of schools. This could be considered against potential cost
savings in the medium term.

Connectivity

Currently, all post-primary schools have access to broadband in excess of 100 Mbp/s
symmetrical upload and download speeds. It is envisaged that up to 1,800 primary and
special schools will have 30 Mb/s broadband connectivity by the end of 2020. A further 700
primary schools are located in the National Broadband Plan intervention area, with
subsidised broadband provision planned for these schools. The remaining schools will need
to rely on industry providing the required infrastructure. To support the implementation of
the DLF in primary schools that do not have adequate or reliable Internet connectivity, it is
suggested that tailored, offline tools and resources are needed. As the DLF evaluation
continues, it will be of interest to monitor the rollout of the National Broadband Plan.

Communicating about and organising CPD

It is suggested to review and enhance the booking and communications processes between
education centres and schools for CPD and other events. It is further suggested to identify
and implement ways to increase system-level awareness of high-priority CPD initiatives and
where applicable, any linkages with funding, for example through a DES Circular.

Understandings of ‘embedding’

It is possible that the understanding of the concept of embedding digital technologies into
teaching, learning and assessment varies across primary, post-primary and special schools,
as well as across individual members of school staff. These differences could, in turn, give
rise to variations in how schools view levels of effective and highly effective practice. The
longitudinal surveys will ask school staff about their understanding of embedding to gain a
better understanding of this issue.

Understanding variations in school’s digital technology contexts

Further analysis into the variations in digital technology infrastructure, connectivity and
technical support is suggested, and in particular, the extent to which these variations are
related to progress in implementing the DLF over time.



Chapter 1: Background, aims and design of the Digital Learning
Framework

This first (baseline) report on the DLF national evaluation follows from the reports on the
evaluation of the Digital Learning Framework (DLF) Trial (Cosgrove et al., 201843, b). The Trial
was conducted in 20 post-primary and 28 primary and special schools in 2017-2018 and the
findings inform the design and focus of the full national evaluation of the DLF which runs
from 2018-2022.

The national evaluation involves, firstly, collecting baseline survey data from staff in all
schools that attended PDST Technology in Education (TiE) DLF seminars between October
2018 and April 2019, and subsequently, tracking progress and change in representative sub-
samples of primary, post-primary and special schools in late 2019, 2020 and 2021. The
longitudinal component will include surveys of school staff as well as focus groups with
school staff and students in a small subset of the longitudinal school samples.

This report documents the findings from the baseline phase, and includes ERC baseline
survey data, findings from focus groups with PDST Technology in Education, and seminar
attendees’ responses to the PDST Technology in Education seminar evaluation survey. This
baseline report will be used as a reference point for the subsequent longitudinal data
collections.

Section 1.1 provides the context and rationale for the evaluation. The remainder of the
chapter describes the objectives, aims, oversight and design of the DLF evaluation; discusses
caveats for interpreting the results; and provides an overview of the remainder of the
report.

1.1 Background

1.1.1 Digital Learning Framework and Digital Strategy for schools

The DLF is a resource to guide schools on how best to effectively use digital technologies to
transform their teaching and learning practices. It supports the Digital Strategy for Schools
2015-2020 and other Department policies in a number of areas including curriculum reform
and implementation, skills development, teacher education and improved learner
outcomes. This section provides an overview of Ireland’s national Digital Strategy for
Schools 2015-2020 and describes how the DLF is linked to that strategy as well as other
national initiatives.

In September, 2017, the Digital Learning Framework (DLF) for primary and post-primary
schools was published by the Department of Education and Skills (DES, 2017a, b). This was
followed by Digital Planning Guidelines and a Planning Template, published in December
2017 The DLF is a tool to help schools manage the transformation of teaching and learning
as a result of embedding digital technologies into practice, and has been developed to

1 http://www.pdsttechnologyineducation.ie/en/Planning/Digital-Learning-Framework-and-Planning-Resources-Primary/
and http://www.pdsttechnologyineducation.ie/en/Planning/Digital-Learning-Framework-and-Planning-Resources-Post-
Primary/; video exemplars are also available.
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enable schools to engage with and implement elements of Ireland’s national Digital Strategy
for Schools 2015-2020 (DES, 2015a).

Grounded in constructivist principles, the Digital Strategy for Schools and the DLF promote
embedding digital technologies into a wide range of teaching and learning activities. The
Digital Strategy (2015a, p. 5) states that:

“The Department’s vision for ICT integration in Irish schools is to realise the potential of
digital technologies to enhance teaching, learning and assessment so that Ireland’s
young people become engaged thinkers, active learners, knowledge constructors and
global citizens to participate fully in society and the economy”.

The notion of ‘embedding’ is core to the implementation of the DLF. The Framework (DES,
20173, b, p. 15) defines embedding digital technology as ‘Moving beyond ICT integration,
where digital technology is seamlessly used in all aspects of teaching, learning and
assessment to enhance the learning experiences of all students.’

The Digital Strategy is guided by findings from the 2013 ICT Census of Schools (Cosgrove et
al., 2014a, b) and builds on previous strategies, including Investing Effectively in Information
and Communications Technology in Schools, 2008-2013 (DES, 2008) and Building Towards a
Learning Society: A National Digital Strategy for Schools (Butler et al., 2013).

The embedding of digital technologies into teaching, learning and assessment is associated
with a range of challenges. For example, in the summary report on the 2013 ICT Census of
Schools, Cosgrove et al. (2014a, p.8) note:

“The linking of investments in ICT to improvements in student outcomes is a challenge
faced by all countries investing in the use of ICT in education. The present review
pointed to the complexity of developing a Digital Strategy for Schools. Such a strategy
must consider infrastructural issues but also how digital technologies are to be used in
curriculum and assessment. Teachers’ pedagogical orientations are pivotal in how the
digital technologies are used. Although digital technologies can make things possible, it
is people that make change possible”.

The report on the 2013 ICT Census of Schools discusses a range of policy priorities, organised
under four main themes:

e Theme 1: Teaching, learning and assessment using ICT

e Theme 2: Teacher professional learning

e Theme 3: Leadership, research and policy

e Theme 4: ICT infrastructure.

These four themes also underpin the Digital Strategy, which specifies a set of actions under
each theme.

Of particular relevance to the DLF and the work of schools is Theme 1 (teaching, learning
and assessment using ICT), under which the DES (201543, p. 6) states:



“The Strategy will adapt the UNESCO ICT Competency Framework for Teachers so that
schools will have greater clarity around the concept of ICT integration. ... [this] will allow
the Department’s support services and others to provide more appropriate support
materials and services to principals and teachers on embedding ICT into their practice.
This will be a central focus of the Strategy and it will be reviewed at various intervals and
levels between 2015 and 2020”.

The UNESCO framework referred to above (along with by other European and international
frameworks) informs the DLF, and the involvement of the Professional Development Service
for Teachers Technology in Education team is one example of the provision of supports to
enable the embedding of the DLF into teaching and learning.

Under Theme 2 (teacher professional learning), the DES (p. 7) states that: “The Strategy will
provide schools with guidance and examples of good practice on the effective, critical, and
ethical use of ICT for teaching, learning and assessment. These examples will reflect real
classroom practice in action”. One way in which this element of the strategy is being
realised is through the availability of exemplar videos on the PDST Technology In Education
website?, the www.DLplanning.ie website, and are also embedded in online and face-to-face
courses.

Under Theme 3 (leadership, research and policy), the DES notes the need for distributed
leadership across school managers and other stakeholders, and emphasises how the
Strategy links with other practices: “...the Strategy will facilitate schools to create linkages
with existing school policies, for example School Self Evaluation, so that ICT is embedded
deeply within the school” (p. 7). To achieve this linkage, the structure of the DLF is aligned
to the Looking At Our School framework (DES, 20163, b), which is designed to underpin both
school self-evaluation and school inspections (the structure of the DLF is described in the
next section)

Under Theme 4 (ICT infrastructure), it may be noted that the Schools Broadband Access
Programme provides for the supply of broadband connectivity in all primary and post-
primary schools. Around 98% of schools are included in this Programme. All post-primary
and some 58 special schools are on high-speed broadband connections of in excess of
100Mbp/s symmetrical upload and download speeds. Under the primary school
programme, approximately 1,600 primary schools have download speeds of 30Mb/s or
higher (generally accepted as the minimum speed for reliable Internet connection), which
represents about 50% of all primary schools. It is envisaged that an additional 200 primary
schools will be provided with improved broadband connectivity by the end of 2020. Also,
about 700 primary schools are located in the National Broadband Plan intervention area3.

Broadband capacity varies by geographical location and local infrastructure. On a fixed
network, for example, factors affecting the speed and quality of Internet connectivity

2 http://pdsttechnologyineducation.ie/en/Good-Practice/Videos/;
http://www.pdsttechnologyineducation.ie/en/Planning/Digital-Learning-Framework-and-Planning-Resources-Primary/;
http://www.pdsttechnologyineducation.ie/en/Planning/Digital-Learning-Framework-and-Planning-Resources-Post-
Primary/

3 The amber area on the map located at https://www.dccae.gov.ie/en-ie/communications/topics/Broadband/national-
broadband-plan/high-speed-broadband-map/Pages/Interactive-Map.aspx
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include the data transfer technology (with faster connections via fibre-optic and cable than
via xDSL); distance between the device and the network centraliser (the further a school
from the broadband operator’s centraliser, the slower the connection); and the number of
devices in a school attempting to connect to the Internet. The DES also acknowledges the
increasing importance of cloud computing and commits to evaluating a number of technical
support options to identify the best solutions for schools. Guidance for schools on these and
other issues is available on the PDST Technology in Education website®.

In addition, to help support the implementation of the Digital Strategy, a 210 million euro
investment in ICT infrastructure grants for primary and post-primary schools in January
2017° was announced. To date, 110 million euro of this funding has issued to schools,
including the most recent instalment of 50 million euro in early 2019. The 2019 Circular®
indicates (p. 5) that the following types of infrastructure and equipment may be purchased
with this grant. Of note is that technical support and maintenance are not explicitly covered
in this list:
e Teaching computers (desktop PCs, tablets, laptops or hybrid devices)
e Shared student computers (desktop PCs, tablets, laptops or hybrid devices)
e Projectors (short throw or ultra-short throw, long throw, interactive, or interactive
flat screens)
e Networking equipment (e.g. fixed and wireless networking, including cabling,
switches and installation)
e Cloud based tools and applications to support learning
e Learning platforms (applications used to support the teaching and learning process)
e Local software or 'apps' to support learning
e Other ICT equipment, including relevant digital items to support teaching, learning
and assessment (e.g. audio visual equipment and other equipment including mobile
laptop/tablet trollies, printers and school server).

The DLF is firmly embedded in the Department’s Action Plan for Education for 2019 (DES,
2019). Under Goal 1 (We will shape a responsive education and training system that meets
the needs and raises the aspirations of all learners), implementation of the Digital Strategy
for Schools 2015-2020 is listed as Action 10, the first sub-action of which is the
commencement of the longitudinal study on the Digital Learning Framework and its
implementation in schools. Under Goal 3 (We will equip education and training providers
with the skills and support to provide a quality learning experience), links between the DLF
and School Self-Evaluation and school inspections are evident. Under Action 31 of Goal 3,
for example (management of a programme of SSE visits to primary and post-primary
schools), Sub-Action 31.1 states that the DES will ‘publish SSE updates for primary and post-
primary schools in order to promote the embedding of SSE in schools and to support the
implementation of strategies such as STEM, Modern Foreign Languages and Digital
Learning’. Under Action 32 of Goal 3 (planned programme of inspection and advisory visits

4 http://pdsttechnologyineducation.ie/en/Technology/

5> See press release dated January 3, 2017, at www.education.ie; rates payable are €2,000 per school plus €22.20 per
mainstream pupil in primary schools, with additional per capita payments for pupils in DEIS schools, Special Classes and
Special Schools. At post-primary, the rates payable are €2,000 per school plus €31.90 per student, with an additional per
capita payment for students in DEIS schools.

% https://www.education.ie/en/Circulars-and-Forms/Active-Circulars/cl0018 2019.pdf
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in schools and alternative education settings), Sub-Action 32.6 states that the DES will
implement ‘a thematic inspection report on Digital Learning in primary and post-primary
schools and early years settings in order to provide both evaluative information and
guidance on digital learning’.

The DLF links with and complements other recent and current DES activities, including
planned changes to curricula and Certificate examinations. For example, a new mathematics
curriculum at primary level (due for publication in Autumn 2021)” is planned to incorporate
aspects of computational thinking. At post-primary level, Coding and Digital Media Literacy
are two among the 10 courses available at Junior Cycle®; at Senior Cycle, Phase 1 of
Computer Science was introduced as a hew Leaving Certificate subject® in 40 schools in
September 2018, with further roll-out planned for September 2020%°. In addition to this,
digital technologies are embedded in all new subject specifications, regardless of whether
these subjects are explicitly computer-related.

The use of digital technologies as an integral part of teaching, learning and assessment is
not a new policy area. It has been endorsed in a range of educational policies and initiatives
over the past decade. For example, the National Strategy to Improve Literacy and Numeracy
among Children and Young People (2011-2020), (DES, 2011a), the Key Skills Framework
(NCCA, 2009), and the Framework for the Junior Cycle (DES, 2015b) all assert that digital
technologies should be used as a part of pupil/student learning.

1.1.2 Structure and purpose of the Digital Learning Framework
The DLF is organised along two dimensions and eight domains:

e Teaching and Learning Dimension

o Domain 1 Learner Outcomes

o Domain 2 Learner Experiences

o Domain 3 Teachers' Individual Practice

o Domain 4 Teachers' Collective/Collaborative Practice
e Leadership and Management Dimension

o Domain 1 Leading learning and teaching

o Domain 2 Managing the organisation

o Domain 3 Leading school development

o Domain 4 Developing leadership capacity.

Within each of the eight domains of the DLF, there is a set of standards, accompanied by
statements of effective and highly effective practice. Table 1.1 is an example from Domain 1,
Learner Outcomes, of the DLF for primary schools®'.

7 https://www.ncca.ie/en/primary/primary-developments/maths-curriculum

8 https://www.curriculumonline.ie/Junior-cycle/Short-Courses

9 https://www.curriculumonline.ie/Senior-cycle/Senior-Cycle-Subjects/Computer-Science/

10 https://www.education.ie/en/Schools-Colleges/Information/Curriculum-and-Syllabus/Senior-Cycle-/leaving-certificate-
computer-science-fag-s.pdf.

11 The DLF is identical at primary and post-primary levels except for changes in wording to reflect pupils (primary) or
students (post-primary).
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Table 1.1. Teaching and Learning Domain 1: Learner Outcomes - example of standards and
statements of effective and highly effective practice

Domain 1 of Teaching and Learning: Learner outcomes

Standards Statements of effective practice Statements of highly effective practice
Pupils use appropriate digital Pupils use appropriate digital technologies to
technologies to foster active foster their active, creative and critical
engagement in attaining appropriate engagement in attaining challenging learning

Pupils enjoy their learning, learning outcomes outcomes

are motivated to learn, and

expect to achieve as learners Pupils use digital technologies to collect
Pupils use digital technologies to evidence, record progress, evaluate and
collect evidence and record progress reflect, and to create new solutions and/or

products

Source: DES, 20173, p. 5.

The Statements of Practice are underpinned by the UNESCO ICT Competency Framework for
Teachers (UNESCO & Microsoft, 2011) and informed by the EU Joint Research Centre’s
DigCompEdu*? and DigCompOrg*3 frameworks.

The DLF is designed to encourage both collaboration and self-reflection, as well as guide
practice. In describing how schools might implement the DLF, the DES (2017a, pp. 2-3)
comments:

“It is not expected that all aspects of the new Framework will be included in any one
self-reflective or evaluative activity. Rather, the Digital Learning Framework should be
viewed as an enabler of self-reflection and improvement and not as an inflexible check-
list. It is crucial from the outset that the leadership team in each school has a shared
understanding of why and how the school seeks to embed digital technologies in
teaching and learning and is committed to doing so”. (Emphasis added.)

1.1.3 Digital Learning Framework Trial: Key findings

The results of the ERC evaluation of the DLF trial, which took place in 48 schools (Cosgrove
et al., 2018a, b), are used to guide national roll-out of the DLF, which began in September
2018.

Successes

Overall, the DLF trial was considered a success from the perspectives of Digital Learning
Team (DLT) leaders, teachers and PDST advisors. There was evidence of improvement in
embedding digital technologies (DT) in teaching, learning and assessment in the course of
the short six-month trial period. These improvements were evident in the statistically
significant increases in PDST advisors’ ratings of effective practice across Phases 1 and 2 of
the Field Trial, in the descriptive information from the surveys, and in the qualitative
information emerging from the focus group interviews with school staff and PDST advisors.
The DLF document and related resources were also viewed positively. For example,
participants were generally positive about the common structure of the DLF and the LAOS
framework.

12 https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/digcompedu
13 https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/digcomporg
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Seven themes or sets of issues emerged consistently across respondent groups (PDST
advisors, DLT leaders, teachers) in the DLF Trial findings. Of these (summarised below),
Themes 3, 4, 5 and 6 are examined in the current baseline report. The other themes
contribute to the reporting and analysis plan of the longitudinal phases of the DLF national
evaluation.

Theme 1: DLF document, Digital Learning Planning Guidelines (DLPG) and other DLF
resources

School staff in the DLF Trial wanted access to information that would describe the DLF
process from beginning to end. They also wanted assistance and support in unpacking the
DLF domain(s) in their local contexts, more exemplars, and more guidance to schools that
may be early in the process of embedding DT (i.e. beginning to work towards a level of
effective practice), some of which may also be smaller schools. The www.DLplanning.ie
website, developed by PDST Technology in Education following the DLF Trial, has taken
these concerns and feedback into account in its content and design. Schools’ use of and
views on the DLplanning website will be explored during the longitudinal phase of the
national evaluation.

Theme 2: Time

Lack of time to understand, reflect on, and implement the DLF, particularly using a whole-
school approach, was cited as a frequent challenge. The theme of time will be explored in
the longitudinal phase of the national evaluation.

Theme 3: PDST support and professional learning/training

There was strong consensus across respondent groups that the PDST support was essential
to the successful implementation of the DLF trial. On average, PDST advisors spent a little
over 30 hours working with each school assigned to them over the six-month DLF trial
period. Clearly, this is not sustainable for national roll-out. Therefore, the translation of DLF
Trial supports to wider national roll-out is an area of focus in this baseline report (as well as
subsequently in the longitudinal phases).

Theme 4: Technical support

The DLF Trial findings suggested that further work is needed to identify cost-effective,
efficient models and solutions to providing equitable technical support to schools. Technical
support had previously been identified as a key challenge in the 2013 ICT Census of Schools
(Cosgrove et al., 20144, b). In response to this, the Digital Strategy provides for a review of
Technical Support provision in schools.

School staff and PDST advisors in the DLF trial were of the view that technical support
should be provided by technicians, leaving schools’ DLT leaders freer to focus on the
strategic and pedagogical elements of DT, in order to enable schools to develop a culture in
which teachers can more effectively embed DT in teaching, learning and assessment.

The DES has established an Expert Group to deliver on the key Digital Strategy objective of
technical support solutions. The Expert Group (Technical Support Solutions for Schools) will
identify and evaluate technical support options in consultation with the relevant
stakeholders, including management bodies, in order to develop a model of technical
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support that will meet the varying needs in the system. It is envisaged that the outcome of
this work will provide recommendations for the implementation of technical supports to
meet the needs of schools.

Given the significant technical support/maintenance challenges experienced by some
schools in the DLF Trial, this baseline report includes an examination of the nature and
needs of DLF national evaluation schools with respect to technical support.

Theme 5: Infrastructure

The DLF Trial reports noted considerable variation in schools DT infrastructure and
suggested that schools that are very early in the process of embedding DT into teaching,
learning and assessment may benefit from specific and practical guidance relating to DT
infrastructure (devices and/or connectivity). The theme of infrastructural variation is further
examined in this baseline report.

Theme 6: Measuring and evaluating progress

In order to understand whether or not the DLF has achieved its aims, clear and valid
measurable indicators of levels of effective and highly effective practice are needed.
Without a shared understanding of effective and highly effective practice and a means to
reliably measure levels of practice, monitoring the implementation of the DLF would be
problematic. Results from the DLF Trial indicated that PDST advisors and schools may be
using somewhat different criteria to assess levels of practice in DT. Data collected from the
baseline phase of the national evaluation, as well as the longitudinal phases, will be used to
construct and validate a schools DT index. Our aim is to establish an initial measure at
baseline, against which to compare progress and validate the measurement of
effective/highly effective practice as the DLF national evaluation progresses through its
longitudinal phases.

Theme 7: Students’ and pupils’ views on DT

The DLF Field Trial evaluation reports recommended that, as the rollout of the DLF
progresses, further information on the views of learners should be gathered. Some relevant
data from learners will be available from PISA 2018 (15-year-olds’ attitudes to, interest in,
and confidence with DT, with international comparisons) and from NAMER 2020 (second
and sixth class pupils’” home and school digital environments and usage of DT), and data
from these two sources will be incorporated into the reporting on the longitudinal phases of
the DLF national evaluation. It is also planned to conduct focus groups with studentsin a
small sub-set of schools during the longitudinal phase of the national evaluation.

1.1.4 Tools and resources for schools

As noted in the previous section, following the DLF Field Trial, the PDST Technology in
Education developed an integrated suite of resources at www.DLplanning.ie. It contains
resources for teachers and Digital Learning Team (DLT) leaders such as exemplar videos,
surveys for self-assessment, student surveys, and DLF planning documentation. The website
is available in both English and Irish. This section offers a short descriptive summary of the
DLplanning website.
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The site’s home page contains a brief description of the purpose of the DLF and an overview
of the resources and supports available to schools on the website. There are also links
provided to external resources such as courses provided by the PDST and by local bodies in
education centres around the country. These courses typically run for one week, and they
aim to address gaps in teachers’ knowledge about how to successfully integrate DTs into
their practice. Course content includes information on useful websites and applications,
information on internet security and cyberbullying, and training in the use of tablets to
improve student numeracy and literacy.

The home page also contains downloadable documents which outline the DLF, as well as a
template of a plan for Digital Learning and a SCOT (Strengths, Concerns, Opportunities and
Threats) analysis template for self-assessment. There is an infographic guide to the 6-step
Digital Learning Planning Cycle on the home page. Each step is briefly outlined, and the
infographic reflects the cyclical nature of the planning process. Videos outlining the DLF are
provided on the home page as well, with content ranging from the underlying educational
philosophy of constructivism, to practical examples of the DLF being implemented in schools
across the country.

From the home page, schools can indicate whether they are primary or post-primary. When
they do so, they are brought to a page where they select the dimension of the DLF they
have chosen to focus on — Teaching and Learning, or Leadership and Management. Once a
dimension is selected, a list is displayed of statements of effective and highly effective
practice for each domain within that dimension. As in the DLF, these standards and
statements are aligned with the LAOS (Looking At Our School) framework, ensuring
consistency between the DLF and the school self-evaluation and external inspection
activities. These statements are accompanied by PDST-produced exemplar videos of the
relevant level of practice with regard to teaching, learning, and assessment in each domain.

Alongside these videos and statements, online and downloadable teacher surveys are
provided, which allow teachers and DLT members to assess the extent to which their
current practice reflects effective and highly effective practice. This feeds into the second
and third steps of the 6-step plan — gathering evidence and analysing and making
judgements. Other downloadable documents include student questionnaires, which assess
the extent to which the school’s implementation of the DLF has reached its students, and
focus group topic guides for staff meetings, which facilitate effective discussion of DT
implementation. The broad purpose of these resources is to enhance self-assessment of
current practice and to guide schools’ implementation of effective and highly effective
practice in digital technologies (DT).

The website also contains a ‘Contact’ page, from where schools can send an email to the
PDST. This page contains a text box for such messages, as well as the phone, fax, and email
details of the PDST.

The content and design of the DLplanning website have taken feedback and concerns
expressed by schools during the DLF Field Trial into account. For example, many more
exemplar videos are now available compared to previously, and the structured presentation
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of the six-step process with concrete tools and examples facilitates schools’ breaking down
of the DLF implementation into discrete, manageable tasks.

Online safety is another important aspect of digital technologies within the overall context
of the DLF. In addition to the resources and supports available through the DLplanning
website, www.webwise.ie, an Internet safety initiative managed by the PDST, promotes
awareness of online safety issues and good practice among students, their parents and
teachers. Webwise promotes the autonomous, effective and safe use of the Internet by
young people through a sustained information and awareness strategy targeting school
leaders, parents and children themselves, using consistent and relevant messages.

1.1.5 International context

This section provides a very brief overview of four relevant aspects of digital technologies in
an international comparative context: usage of digital technologies (DT) in educational
contexts; digital technologies infrastructure in schools; issues in the measurement of digital
technologies usage; and relationships between usage and learning outcomes. Note that
some of the international comparative data were collected prior to the implementation of
the Digital Strategy in 2016. The international comparative context will serve as a useful
backdrop during the longitudinal phase of the DLF evaluation.

Data from international comparative assessments consistently show that, relative to other
countries, Ireland has low DT usage in schools, while broad measures of school DT
infrastructure tend to be slightly better in Ireland than international averages. This
underlines both the timeliness and importance of the DLF.

For example, data from the 2012 Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA),
which focuses on the achievements and experiences of 15-year-olds, indicate that Ireland
has the fourth lowest score of 29 OECD countries on an index measuring ICT usage at school
(OECD, 2015). Also, close to half (46%) of Irish 15-year-olds reported that they did not use
the Internet at school during a typical school day, which is the 6™ lowest among 29 OECD
countries. Ireland had the second lowest score on an index measuring use of computers
during mathematics instruction, and the third lowest rate of using computers for
homework, out of the 29 countries.

In contrast to these usage indices, PISA 2012 results indicated that Ireland had a slightly
higher than average share of schools with Internet access (96% compared with an OECD
average of 92%), and better than average student-device ratio at school (3.8 compared with
an OECD average of about 4.8) (OECD, 2015). This suggests that basic digital technology
infrastructure is not a main barrier in digital technology usage in post-primary schools in
Ireland.

Secondary analysis of the PISA 2015 results (Shiel et al., 2016; McAteer, McKeown &
O’Keeffe, in preparation) indicates that the score for Ireland on an index of availability of ICT
in school was similar to the OECD average. In contrast, the mean score on an index of ICT
usage in school was significantly lower in Ireland (-0.38, about two-fifths of a standard
deviation) than the OECD average on this index (0.00). Irish students’ use of ICT outside of
school for schoolwork was also significantly lower than the corresponding OECD average



(with a difference again in the region of two-fifths of a standard deviation, i.e. -0.42
compared to 0.00). In contrast to the relatively low usage of ICT in school and out of school
for homework, students in Ireland reported significantly higher interest in ICT, perceived ICT
autonomy, and perceived ICT competence than the OECD averages on these indices. This
pattern of results could suggest Irish students’ opportunities to use DT in school settings or
for learning purposes outside of school are lower than would be indicated by their high
general interest in and confidence with DT.

Data from the most recent cycle of PISA (2018; McKeown et al., 2019) are consistent with
2012 and 2015 in terms of usage, even though 2012 and 2015 pre-dated the
implementation of the Digital Strategy. Class usage by students in 2018 was again
comparatively low. For example, 67% of students in Ireland, compared with 52% on average
across the OECD, never used a computer in English class. In contrast, usage in class time by
teachers was relatively high in Ireland. For example, 52.6% of students in Ireland (compared
with 24.6% across the OECD on average) reported that in the past month, only the teacher
had used a computer during English class time.

PISA 2018 indicators of infrastructure for Ireland contrast with relatively low student usage
patterns. For example, McKeown et al. (2019) reported that 76% of principals in Ireland
(compared to an OECD average of 67.5%) reported that the school’s Internet or bandwidth
was sufficient; and 73% of principals in Ireland (compared to an OECD average of 68.5%)
agreed that digital devices in the school were of a sufficiently powerful computing capacity.
On the other hand, only 21% of principals in Ireland compared with 54% across the OECD
agreed that the school has sufficient qualified technical support staff.

At primary level, comparative information is available from the Trends in International
Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS 2015) and the Progress in International Reading
Literacy Study (PIRLS 2016), both of which focus on Fourth Class at primary level. Like PISA
2012 and 2015, these data collections preceded the implementation of the Digital Strategy.
More up-to-date international comparative data will be available from TIMSS 2019 in
December 2020.

The reports of the teachers of children in Fourth Class who took part in TIMSS 2015 indicate
that 40% of pupils in Ireland had some access to devices during mathematics lessons. This is
similar to the international average of 37%, but much lower than other countries such as
New Zealand, the Netherlands, Denmark and Northern Ireland (where computer access
rates all exceeded 70%) (Mullis et al., 2016; Clerkin et al., 2017). Between 27% and 34% of
teachers in Ireland reported that pupils used computers at least monthly for specific
mathematical tasks (explore concepts, practice skills and procedures, and look up ideas and
information). These again are similar to the international averages but much lower than the
four countries with high rates of computer access, where percentages ranged between 48%
and 86%.

Results from PIRLS 2016 are consistent with those of TIMSS 2015. In Ireland, teachers
reported that 39% of their Fourth Class pupils had access to devices during reading lessons
(Mullis et al., 2017). This is slightly lower than the international average of 43% and



considerably lower in countries such as New Zealand, Denmark, the Netherlands, Sweden
and Northern Ireland, where access rates exceeded 75%.

Based on PIRLS 2016 data, Ireland has relatively favourable pupil-computer ratios. On
average internationally (with Irish percentages in brackets), 51% (57%) of pupils were in
schools that had 1 computer for 1 to 2 pupils, 23% (19%) in schools with 1 computer for 3 to
5 students, 19% (24%) in schools with 1 computer for 6 or more students, and 7% (0%) in
schools with no computers available for instruction (Mullis et al., 2017).

It is important to note that many of these international comparisons are based on broad
indicators of rates of connectivity and numbers of devices. Our view is that a range of more
specific indicators is needed to better understand DT in schools, particularly when existing
research paints a mixed picture of the relationship between digital technologies and student
learning outcomes.

A review of the literature in this area by Rodrigues and Biagi (2017), for example, which
included an examination of four meta-analyses, concluded that learning supported by digital
technologies may be as effective as that without technology. However, the rather mixed
body of evidence is likely to be due to variations in the purposes of the digital technology
use, levels of use, characteristics of student and teachers using the technology, and/or other
factors surrounding the use of technology, such as teacher effectiveness/competence in
using digital technologies appropriately for teaching and learning, overall pedagogical
approach, or subject domain, rather than the technology or its use per se. Other sources
have examined the influence of moderating variables. For example, one key finding, from
Archer et al. (2014), is that the nature and extent of training and support associated with
the digital learning activities moderates the relationship between those activities and the
learning outcomes.

Chaia et al. (2017) sum up this complex area of research well in commenting that ‘Screens
are not the problem when it comes to student outcomes — but neither are they the answer’
(p. 9). Their findings, based on analyses of PISA 2015 data, indicate that there appears to
be a declining impact of Internet use and PISA test scores when daily Internet use exceeds
four hours (consistent with observations by McKeown et al. in the case of Ireland for PISA
2018), and that the impact of digital technology usage during school time on PISA scores is
‘much more mixed’ (p. 9). Chaia et al. (2017) suggest that effective deployment by teachers
(rather than students) works best in terms of student learning outcomes. They recommend
that ‘[education] systems should ensure that ICT programs are fully integrated with
curriculum and instruction, and are supported by teacher professional development and
coaching.’ This recommendation is very much in line with the objectives and approaches
underpinning the DLF.

Other findings from national studies such as the 2013 ICT Census and the DLF Trial
demonstrate that the embedding of DT in teaching, learning and assessment is complex and
not solely (and sometimes not at all) due to numbers of devices and rates of connectivity. A
range of other factors appear to hold particular relevance (in line with observations by Chaia
et al., 2017), in particular, technical support and maintenance, teacher confidence, school
leadership, and a shared understanding and approach to using DT to support and enhance



teaching, learning and assessment. Looking ahead, the longitudinal phases of the DLF
national evaluation aim to provide a more nuanced understanding of the enablers of (and
challenges in) successful implementation of the DLF through the focused measurement of a
broader range of characteristics.

1.2 Objective and aims of the Digital Learning Framework evaluation

Based on Terms of Reference agreed between the ERC and DES, the objective of the DLF
evaluation is to evaluate the implementation of the Digital Learning Framework from the
multiple perspectives of school principals, Digital Learning Team leaders, teachers and
learners over a three-year period.

There are 11 specific aims!*:

1. ldentify any changes to teaching, learning and assessment practices in participating
schools that may be linked to implementing the DLF.

2. Determine if teachers have become more favourably disposed to the use of digital
technologies in their practice as a result of implementing the DLF.

3. Elicit the views of participating teachers on if, and how, the DLF and related
resources have impacted or influenced their practice, for example with regard to
promoting a constructivist pedagogical approach and enabling self-reflection.

4. Capture the views of learners on the use of digital technologies in classrooms.

5. Determine learners’ attitudes to and usage of digital technologies for learning using
data collected in large-scale national and international assessments (e.g. PISA 2018,
DLF evaluation data collections).

6. Determine the extent to which the DLF and related resources support individual
teachers, collaborative and whole school planning in relation to the embedding of
digital technologies into teaching, learning and assessment.

7. Describe principals’ and DLT leaders’ views on the extent to which the DLF and
related resources support the SSE process in relation to the embedding of digital
technologies in teaching, learning and assessment.

8. Assess the effectiveness, adequacy and appropriateness of professional learning
supports provided to facilitate the implementation of the DLF and identify areas for
development/enhancement.

9. Determine if and how the DLF and related resources have impacted on, and provided
indicators for, identifying the continuing professional development requirements of
the teachers and leaders in the participating schools.

10. Identify strengths and weakness of the DLF and related resources and make
suggestions for improvement and, at the final phase of the study, recommendations
for policy and practice.

11. Assess the efficiency of the approach taken by schools in implementing the DLF and,
where appropriate, the efficiency of the linkage with the schools’ SSE process.

14 This baseline report provides initial information and hence does not address all 11 aims. Rather, it addresses aims 6, 7, 8
and 10. The subsequent longitudinal data collections (Q4 of 2019, 2020 and 2021), when compared back to the baseline
survey findings, will inform all aims of the study.



1.3 Oversight of the DLF evaluation

The evaluation of the DLF is overseen by an advisory committee group of representatives
from the DES’ ICT Policy Unit, the Inspectorate, the PDST and the ERC. The advisory group
provides guidance and advice on all key stages of the DLF evaluation, and in particular the
content of the surveys and published reports.

The DLF advisory group consists of:
e Chris Kelly, DES Teacher Education Policy (Digital) Unit
e Anthony Kilcoyne, PDST Technology in Education
e Séamus Knox, DES Inspectorate
e Betty Regan, DES Teacher Education Policy (Digital) Unit
e Tony Shine, DES Teacher Education Policy (Digital) Unit
e Anne Sinclair, DES Teacher Education Policy (Digital) Unit
e Tony Weir, DES Inspectorate
e Jude Cosgrove, ERC
e Emmet Feerick, ERC.

In terms of implementation, the ERC’s role is to design and administer survey instruments,
analyse and report on these surveys, and design and report on focus groups with the PDST
Technology in Education team, school staff and students.

The PDST Technology in Education’s role is to design and deliver a suite of professional
development supports to enable schools to implement the DLF.

1.4 Design of the DLF evaluation: ERC baseline survey and respondents

1.4.1 Design and content of the ERC baseline survey questionnaire

An online baseline questionnaire was developed by the ERC, and reviewed and approved by
the DLF advisory group (see Section 1.3). The survey was delivered on SurveyHero™. The
collection of individually identifiable data was avoided (e.g. IP addresses and other
individually identifying information were not collected).

Participants in the PDST Technology in Education seminars were invited to complete the
survey during the seminar. Table 1.2 summarises the content of the baseline survey. A copy
of the survey in PDF format (English and Irish versions) is available at
www.erc.ie/programme-of-work/dlIf/.
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Table 1.2. Content of the DLF evaluation questionnaire: Baseline phase
General information (roll number, school name, number of people completing questionnaire, roles in
school)

School established a Digital Learning Team (DLT) (Y/N)
Dimension of DLF that school plans to focus on (Teaching and Learning/Leadership and Management)

Current level of practice in embedding digital technologies (DT) in teaching, learning and assessment
(emerging — highly advanced)

Uniformity of teachers’ embedding of DT in teaching, learning and assessment (quite uniform — a lot of
variation)

Ratings of various aspects of DTs as they relate to needs and priorities of school (infrastructure,
connectivity, technical support, teacher and student knowledge/skills) (excellent — poor)

Has school commenced development of Digital Learning Plan (DLP) (no, not commenced — yes, completed)

Extent to which DLP features in schools overall planning processes for 2018-2019 (to a large extent —to a
small extent/not at all)

Likelihood of school availing of various strategies to promote implementation of DLF (definitely yes —
definitely no)

Ranking of up to five of a list of priorities for school’s DLP

Availability and model of technical support in school

Perceived effectiveness of technical support (highly effective — not effective)

Annual cost of technical support

Capacity / opportunity to collaborate with other schools regarding technical support (yes, already do this —
no, this is unlikely)

1.4.2 Respondents

ERC baseline survey

In all, 1,524 responses were received from primary schools, 320 from post-primary schools,
and 64 from special schools. Respondents completed the ERC survey during the PDST
Technology in Education seminars, as noted earlier, and they were instructed to fill in one
response per school since, in many cases, two (and occasionally, three) members of school
staff attended the seminar.

At primary level, 65% of questionnaires were completed by two people while at post-
primary level, 47% were completed by two people, and 56% of special schools
guestionnaires were completed by two people. Chapter 2 (Section 2.1) provides more detail
on the respondents.

In order to be able to generalise the responses of survey participants to the population,
sampling weights were computed, drawing on data that are available for all schools in the
population.

e At primary level, weights were computed on the basis of the percentages of schools
represented in each of 47 category combinations (DEIS status, enrolment size
category, urban-rural classification, and percent of female enrolment).

e At post-primary level, weights were computed on the basis of 27 category
combinations (enrolment size category, DEIS status, and school sector/gender
composition).

e Mainly due to the lower number of special schools in the sample and the population,
weights were computed on the basis of four enrolment size categories only.



The weight consists of the proportion of schools in the population in each category
combination divided by that proportion in the sample.

For example: there are five non-DEIS, small enrolment, mixed sex secondary schools
in the sample, and 10 such schools in the population. The weight for these five
schools is (10/5) = 2, i.e. each such school represents two similar schools in the
population.

For analysis purposes the weights were standardised (divided by the mean of the weights)
so that the N would not be artificially inflated, thereby increasing the risk of a Type | error
(inferring that a difference is statistically significant when, in fact, the difference is not
significant).

All analyses of the ERC survey baseline data are weighted using these weights and so are
generalisable to the entire populations of primary, post-primary and special schools, at least
on the basis of the characteristics used in the computation of the sampling weights.

PDST Technology in Education seminar evaluation survey

As with other seminars, the PDST Technology in Education collected feedback from
participants following the DLF seminars. Normal practice for PDST seminar evaluation is not
to collect roll numbers or any other identifying information from respondents. In all, 3,218
responses to the PDST Technology in Education seminar survey were received (2,720
primary and special schools, and 498 post-primary schools). It is not possible to match these
results with the ERC baseline survey data (i.e. using school roll number), and more than one
response per school would have been received in 50% or more of cases. Results, which
include both numeric responses and text commentary, are described in Chapter 4. The
results provide insights into how participants viewed the PDST Technology in Education
seminars, and these act as a useful prior context for interpreting the ERC baseline survey
results in Chapters 2 and 3.

Focus groups with PDST Technology in Education

Two researchers from the ERC conducted focus groups with PDST advisors in May and June
of 2019. Four PDST Technology in Education advisors attended the focus group in May while
five attended in June. Chapter 4 describes the themes emerging from these focus group
discussions.

1.5 Guidelines for interpreting the results

In general, the quality of the data from the ERC baseline survey and the PDST Technology in
Education seminar survey is very good. Where the rate of missing data for questions
exceeds 5%, this is noted in the relevant tables and figures. Rates of missingness in excess of
10% should be interpreted with caution.

Some features of the study impose limitations and caveats for interpretation. First, we were
unable to match the responses on the ERC baseline survey and PDST Technology in
Education seminar survey because in line with common practice for anonymous seminar
feedback, the latter did not collect school roll number. Furthermore, while the ERC survey
provides population estimates with one response per school, the PDST Technology in



Education seminar survey data is unweighted, and in many cases, two respondents per
school would have completed the survey. Therefore, while both surveys are valid in their
own right, their points of reference are slightly different. The ERC survey takes the
populations of primary, post-primary and special schools as its reference points, while the
PDST Technology in Education survey takes the attendees of the DLF seminars as its
reference point.

Second, while the ERC survey is weighted (as described in Section 1.4), the weights only
account for structural and demographic characteristics such as DEIS status and enrolment
size. As with any survey weights, they do not account for unmeasured differences between
schools which participated in and did not participate in the DLF seminars. Schools which did
not participate in the seminars may differ significantly from schools which did, along
features or characteristics that are relevant to digital technology teaching and learning
environments, but we cannot assess this because we do not have this information for the
population of schools.

Third, as noted in Section 1.4, this report uses both numeric and qualitative information.
The numeric data are derived from survey responses, while qualitative information is
available through the focus group interviews with the PDST Technology in Education
advisors and the commentaries provided by the seminar attendees in the PDST Technology
in Education seminar survey. The qualitative data has been subject to thematic analysis to
provide a concise description of key themes emerging. It is possible that another research
team might identify and prioritise somewhat different sets of themes. That is, we recognise
that it is not possible to have a fully impartial analysis of qualitative data of this nature.

Fourth, some of the analyses include comparisons across primary, post-primary and special
schools. These are intended to be interpreted in a broad way. The sectors have important
structural differences (e.g. regarding curriculum, assessment, timetabling, and
management) and these should be borne in mind when interpreting these comparisons.

Fifth, this baseline report does not include students’ perspectives. During the longitudinal
phases, however, students’ viewpoints will be included, both through focus groups and
through secondary analyses of data from PISA 2018 and NAMER 2020.

Finally, it is emphasised that this is a baseline analysis. The inferences that can be drawn
from the data are limited to a point in time. As the longitudinal phase progresses however,
it will be possible to identify and describe patterns of change over time.

1.6 Content of this report

Chapter 2 describes the findings from the ERC’s baseline survey, with separate reporting for

primary, post-primary and special schools. Data are weighted (as described in Section 1.5) to
provide population estimates of responses. Chapter 2 also includes a commentary on broad

similarities and differences between primary, post-primary and special schools.

Chapter 3 further explores the ERC’s baseline survey results by comparing sub-groups of
schools, to identify differences by characteristics such as DEIS status and enrolment size.



Chapter 4 shares insights from the PDST Technology in Education from two perspectives. In
the first section, the findings from the PDST Technology in Education’s seminar evaluation
guestionnaire are described. This section summarises both the numeric responses and the
commentaries provided by the school staff who attended the seminars. The second section
describes the key themes that emerged from two focus group sessions held by the ERC with
the PDST Technology in Education primary and post-primary teams, conducted in May and
June 2019.

Chapter 5 considers the findings of Chapters 2, 3 and 4 in the context of the DLF Trial
reports (Cosgrove et al., 2018a, b), identifies key conclusions, and offers suggestions to
guide the continued implementation of the DLF.



Chapter 2: Key findings from the DLF-ERC baseline questionnaire

This chapter describes the findings from the DLF-ERC baseline questionnaire. The results
are presented in five sections:

e Description of respondents

e Key findings from primary schools

e Key findings from special schools

e Key findings from post-primary schools

e Similarities and differences across primary, special and post-primary schools.

Results are weighted (see Chapter 1, Section 1.4) in order to be generalisable to the
population of primary, special and post-primary schools in the country®.

2.1 Description of respondents

Questionnaires were completed by respondents during the PDST Technology in Education
DLF seminars. In the vast majority of cases, questionnaires were completed by either one or
two representatives from the school. At primary level, 65% of the questionnaires were
completed by two people and 35% were completed by one person. At post-primary level,
47% were completed by two people, 51% were completed by one person, and a further
2.5% were completed by three people. With respect to special schools, over half of the
questionnaires (56%) were completed by two people, with 44% being completed by one
person?®,

At primary level, about 70% of respondents were principals, 37% were class teachers, 28%
were deputy principals, 18% were special education teachers, and 15% were assistant
principals (see Table 2.1). At post-primary level, subject teachers comprised the most
frequent respondent group (50.5%), with 25-35% of respondents falling into the categories
of principal, deputy principal or assistant principal. In special schools, respondents were
most commonly principals (50%) or class teachers (42%).

Table 2.1. Respondents’ roles in the school

Primary Post-primary Special

(n=1524) (n=320) (n=64)
Principal 69.5 34.9 49.9
Deputy principal 27.6 25.3 29.0
Assistant principal 14.9 29.0 16.7
Class or subject teacher 37.3 50.5 42.4
Special education teacher 17.6 0.9 11.5

Note. Responses sum to more than 100%, as more than one respondent completed the
guestionnaire in most schools.

15 The sample is generalisable to the general population of schools on the basis of the characteristics that are in the
weights - enrolment size, DEIS status, sector, and gender composition. However, the sample may not be representative on
other relevant characteristics such as overall quality of digital technology infrastructure.

16 As noted in Chapter 1, Section 1.4, the number of ERC baseline survey respondents is not the same the PSDST TiE
seminar evaluation survey described in Chapter 4 due to the fact that the latter was completed per participant, while the
ERC baseline survey was completed per school.



2.2 Key findings from primary schools

The key findings for primary schools from the ERC baseline survey questionnaire are
described in this section under four sub-headings (Implementing the DLF; Embedding digital
technologies in teaching, learning and assessment; Views on infrastructure, connectivity and
teacher and pupil engagement with DT; and Technical support).

2.2.1 Implementing the DLF

Respondents were asked to indicate whether they were taking the lead in implementing the
DLF in their school. Four-fifths of those who responded to the questionnaire (80%)
indicated that they were taking the lead in implementing the DLF in their school.

Respondents were further asked to indicate whether their school had established a Digital
Learning Team (DLT). The majority of primary school respondents (68%) indicated that they
had not yet established a DLT, while a DLT had been established in 32% of schools. This
finding may reflect the fact that there is a large number of small primary schools in the
country. However, this finding is also unsurprising at baseline level given that schools are
just starting out on implementing the DLF.

Respondents were also asked to indicate which of the two DLF dimensions, Teaching and
Learning, or Leadership and Management, the school planned to focus on in implementing
the DLF in their schools. The majority of respondents (71%) indicated that they would focus
on a domain in the Teaching and Learning dimension (one of: learner outcomes, learner
experiences, teachers’ individual practice, teachers’ collective/collaborative practice). The
Leadership and Management dimension (one of: leading teaching and learning, managing
the organisation, leading school development, developing leadership capacity) was chosen
by only 4% of primary school respondents indicating that they would choose a domain from
this dimension. Notably, 25% indicated that they were unsure as to which dimension of the
DLF their school would focus on.

Furthermore, respondents were asked to indicate whether their school had commenced the
development of a Digital Learning Plan (DLP) informed by the DLF'’. Generally, primary
schools had either not yet commenced development of a plan (64%), or were in the early
stages of development (31%). Markedly smaller percentages indicated that they were in the
latter stages of development (2.5%) or that the plan was completed (2.2%).

The extent to which the Digital Learning Plan does or will feature in the school’s overall
School Planning Process over the 2018-2019 school year was also of interest (see Figure
2.1). The majority of respondents indicated that the DLP would feature either to a small
extent (39%) or to a moderate extent (37%) in the school’s overall School Planning
Process®®. Approximately 12% of respondents indicated that the plan would feature to a

17The Digital Learning Plan, informed by the DLF, is the current requirement. Schools would have been involved in
elLearning plans under prior policy.

18 |t may be noted that, as a result of industrial relations (IR) issues, primary schools had been directed (since around April
2016) not to engage in the 6-step SSE (School Self-Evaluation) process. The IR issues have since been resolved. There was
no IR issue at any stage that prevented schools from becoming familiar with the Looking at Our School framework (LAOS)
(Department of Education and Skills, Personal Communication, March 22, 2018). Nonetheless, primary school staff may
have been less familiar with this framework than post-primary staff.



very small extent or not at all. At the other end of the scale, approximately 11% of
respondents indicated that the plan would feature to a large extent.

Figure 2.1. Respondents’ ratings (percentages) of the extent to which the Digital Learning
Plan does or will feature in the school’s overall School Planning Process over the 2018-2019
school year: primary schools (n=1521)

To a very small extent or not at all

To a moderate extent 37.3

To a large extent 11.1

0.0 5.0 10.0 15.0 20.0 25.0 30.0 35.0 40.0 45.0

Respondents were asked to select five from a list of 14 categories in terms of their schools’
DLP priorities. Results of this item are displayed in Table 2.2. Shaded areas represent the
top five priorities across primary schools.

Table 2.2. Schools’ priorities for implementing their Digital Learning Plan, primary schools
(n=1517)

Priority/Item %

Developing a whole-school approach 80.5
Developing teachers' skills in using specific apps or software 68.7
Furthering the use of digital technologies to support learners with SEN 41.3
Using digital technologies to improve learning outcomes 36.7
Using digital technologies to promote learners' interest and engagement 36.0
Enhancing the use of digital technologies in certain subject areas 34.7
Making improvements to digital technology infrastructure 34.7
Developing a class/year level specific approach(s) 325
Enhancing the use of digital technologies for assessment of learning 30.3
Making improvements to the sharing of documents or resources 29.5
Enhancing the use of digital technologies for assessment for learning 28.7
Making improvements to the quality or speed of (broadband) connectivity 15.8
Enhancing use of digital technologies for management and administration 134
Making improvements to technical maintenance and support 11.5

In line with the DLF’s focus on teaching, learning and whole-school planning processes, the
top two rated priorities, developing a whole-school approach (indicated by 80.5% of
respondents) and developing teachers’ skills in using specific apps or software (69%), were
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chosen by the majority of respondents. Other items in the top five priorities were:
furthering the use of digital technologies to support learners with SEN (41%), using digital
technologies to improve learning outcomes (37%), and using digital technologies to promote
learners’ interest and engagement (36%).

Areas given a lower priority were: making improvements to technical maintenance and
support (11.5%), enhancing the use of digital technologies for management and
administration (13%) and making improvements to the quality or speed of (broadband)
connectivity (16%).

Respondents were asked about the likelihood of using 10 different strategies to promote
the implementation of the DLF among teaching staff in the school (see Figure 2.2). The
strategies were rated on a 5-point scale ranging from Definitely yes to Definitely no. The
five response options have been collapsed to produce three categories for reporting
(Definitely yes/Likely, Unsure, Unlikely/Definitely no).

The strategy most likely to be used by primary schools to promote the implementation of
the DLF among teaching staff was to dedicate time allocated to DLF during Croke Park hours,
with approximately four fifths (83%) of respondents indicating that they were Definitely or
Likely to use this as a strategy. Figure 2.2 outlines the full list of strategies to promote the
implementation of the DLF among teaching staff and the respondents’ ratings of the
likelihood of their use. Other strategies which were rated by 50% or more of primary school
respondents as definite or likely were:

e dedicated time allocated to DLF during staff meetings — 78%

e professional development delivered by an external provider to school staff — 68%

e professional development delivered by some school staff (e.g. Digital Learning Team
members) to a larger group of staff — 66%

e having teachers participate in online forums or courses — 62%

e team teaching (e.g. more digitally experienced staff leads and models good practice)
- 60%

e mentoring (e.g. digital champions in the school provide support to other school staff)
- 57%.

Primary schools were markedly less likely to plan to liaise or collaborate with other primary
or post-primary schools to imp